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While this book offers much food for thought, assembles a wealth of
already published but fascinating data, and presents a novel approach to
history, there is little original research here, and what there is cannot be
trusted. The only colonial manuscript that Alves studies at some length,
referring to the lands of a Nahua community (altepet[), was examined by this
reviewer and was partially published in 1977. In his discussion of this
manuscript, Alves confuses tierras comunales with ejidos (quite different in the
sixteenth century). He also overlooks the fact that the original suit concerned
a boundary dispute with neighboring communities rather than a supposed
complaint against certain Spaniards whose livestock, he says, were "causing
incredible damage" to Indian crops (p. 178). Further, Alves has been ill-served
by his editors. The system of citation, with notes at the end of each chapter
and no alphabetical bibliography, is difficult to use, and there are too many
typographical and grammatical errors.
What, in sum, do we learn from this book? Sometimes ignorance is
bliss. Do we really want to know the correlation between a Spanish vara de
justicia and a chimpanzee's erect penis (p. 30)? This reviewer finds it
dispiriting to be told that, after several million years of separation from the
same ancestor, we still behave so much like chimpanzees. But then, if we are
to believe Richard Dawkins, every living species on our planet (and far more
that are now extinct) have one common ancestor. Perhaps there is still hope
for Homo sapiens, but it is not to be found here.
Peter Gerhard
Fayence, France
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